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The Ecuadoran government and local authorities from Orellana and Sucumbios provinces in the
northeastern Amazon region signed an accord March 4 that ended a 10-day strike.
President Gustavo Noboa had put the military in control of the provinces after protesters took over
oil wells and stopped construction of a controversial pipeline. The two-province strike left at least
two people dead, hundreds wounded, and dozens arrested. "We're signing an act this very moment
that puts an end to the protests and the state of emergency and restores normal activity," Interior
Minister Marcelo Merlo told reporters.
Local authorities in the two provinces, along with campesinos and indigenous organizations,
declared an indefinite strike Feb. 18. In a similar strike in February 2001, protesters demanded
infrastructure projects, such as road improvements and increased electrical distribution (see
NotiSur-2001-03-02). The government promised to solve the problems of both provinces, but the
promises have not been kept. "We are demanding that they comply with the commitments made
last year and that they promote agricultural production in the province," Gov. Luis Bermeo said in
an interview with Quito radio station La Luna.

Protesters say pipeline will harm health and environment
After the strike commenced, protesters stopped traffic on highways and took control of more than 60
oil wells, a refinery, and government offices, stopping construction on the pipeline and hampering
oil output. The 600-km pipeline will carry crude from oil fields in Sucumbios to a Pacific port in
Esmeraldas province. While US$60 billion in oil has been extracted from the area in the last two
decades, 90% of residents live in poverty. President Noboa says the pipeline is vital to Ecuador's
economic recovery. Oil production is supposed to double once the new pipeline begins operations in
2003.
Strikers want the government to press OCP Ecuador to provide US$10 million for local development
programs and projects to compensate for the social and environmental damages. OCP (Oleoducto
de Crudo Pesado) consortium includes Canada's Alberta Energy, Spain's Repsol-YPF, and US
companies Occidental Petroleum and Kerr-McGee. Gov. Bermeo said that the pipeline will cause
serious health and environmental damage while providing millions of dollars in profits to the oil
companies, without even minimal compensation for the local population.
A health study released in mid-February said high rates of cancer have been documented in
the area. The study was carried out from 1999 to 2001 by a research team headed by Drs. Miguel
San Sebastian and Anna-Karin Hurtig of the Manuel Amunarriz Institute of Epidemiology and
Community Health, in Coca, the capital of Orellana province.
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In communities in the region, the risk of cancer is three times higher than in the rest of the country.
"This confirms and expands on the results of a 1999 report, which found a high rate of cancer
among indigenous communities inhabiting areas near oil wells in the provinces of Orellana and
Sucumbios...," said San Sebastian. He attributed the higher incidence of cancer to the high level of
contamination from toxic substances found in the area in the past 20 years, and he warned of risks
from continued oil extraction without measures to protect the environment. "The level of petroleum
in the rivers, on which local residents depend for daily use, is 200 to 300 times higher than the limits
set for human consumption," he said.
President militarizes provinces Noboa declared a state of emergency in the two provinces Feb. 22,
saying that the border area had to be secured following the Colombian government's breakoff of
peace talks with the insurgent Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). However,
Noboa acknowledged on Feb. 25 that the emergency declaration was an attempt to halt the protests
and restore oil activity in the area.
On Feb. 27, the government put the military in charge of the provincial capitals, restricted freedom
of expression, and ordered Radio La Jungla closed. "One of the measures adopted by the competent
authority to restore peace was to temporarily suspend transmission by Radio La Jungla for inciting
the population to violence and broadcasting messages against the emergency decree," said the
presidential communique. "The commander of the army's Amazonas division, Gen. Jorge Mino
Vaca, is delegated as the sole authority to restore order in the area of security." The communique
said "groups of demonstrators, some of them armed, provoked confrontations with the security
forces, who responded to the attacks with restraint."
Three other local radio stations, Stereo Cumanda, Alegria, and Municipal, received orders from
the military not to broadcast information about the crackdown, said Elsie Monge, head of the
Quito-based Comision Ecumenica de Derechos Humanos (CEDHU). Government and protesters
reach agreement UN representatives and legislators mediated talks between the government and
representatives of the two provinces in Quito, March 2-3.
An agreement, signed at dawn March 4, ensures an extra 10 MW of power within 45 days for the
two provinces to limit power outages and 200 km of new roads. It also provides a government cash
incentive to local coffee growers to renew their crops, as well as access to up to US$5 million in
credits from a state development bank for Amazon farmers. Still under discussion is the demand
that OCP Ecuador provide more development funds to the area. Talks on such funds are supposed
to begin in the next few days.
As of March 1, state oil company Petroecuador estimated crude output losses of 224,000 barrels,
valued at more than US$3.3 million, as a result of the strike. On March 5, after a complaint from
the environmental group Greenpeace, the Environment Ministry temporarily suspended OCP
Ecuador's license, halting construction near the Mindo protected forest and bird habitat until the
company repairs environmental damage.
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